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E R I K A  S E A Y
T h e r e , t h e r e
W hite  lights still Hashed around the ornaments on the Christmas 
tree. Underneath, a train o f needles. It was New Year’s Eve, and my 
mother invited Nate to watch the ball drop on television w ith  us. 
Exactly a year before, we lost my father to drink ing . I mean— he 
drank himself to death. Nate was my father’s younger brother, and 
everyone agreed they could have been twins.
It was so cold that week that no th ing  in the house would 
properly close. Just the two of us now, m y m other had developed 
a night habit o f double bo lting  the doors, but they wouldn 't stiffen 
in to  their frames ton ight.
I sat at the island in the kitchen, watching her arrange 
crackers on a tray. She said, “ I t ’ll be good to see Nate, won’t it?
She wore a th in  pencil skirt w ith  a black top cut low across 
her chest. A barrette was pinned in her hair. I idolized her. Partly 
because I had no friends, and partly because she was an extension of 
my father. “ Slice some more cheese, Elle. I ll get our some glasses.”
1 opened the refrigerator and saw three bottles of champagne 
stacked next to the brie. She never kept alcohol in the house. “ Mom? 
I thought Nate qu it d rink ing .”
“ D id  he?”
“ Remember? He told us at the funeral.
“ W ell, I ni going to q u it smoking,” she replied, then opened 
the cabinet and inspected the champagne Hutes in the light. “ What's 
your resolution?
“ I don't know. Maybe to look older.
“ You re fourteen, she smiled. “ You’ll be grown up before 
you know  it. Then you’ll wish you would have actually enjoyed being 
young.”
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“W hen’s Paul coming over?’’ I had assumed her boyfriend, 
Paul, was coming over tonight, too. Paul was boring, and yet a 
constant fixture in our house.
“He’s not coming. It’s New Year’s— it’s that time o f  year, 
you know what I mean?" Her eyes went glassy and she looked away. 
“I thought it would be nice to see Nate. Have it just be the three of 
us— family.”
1 waited for headlights Irom the picture window, and opened the 
door before Nate could ring the bell. He looked just like my father. 
Tonight was the first time we’d seen him since the funeral. Before 
that, I couldn't remember seeing him. “L.ook at you,” he said. We 
hugged. He wore a coat like my lather wore. “You’ve grown.”
Behind me, I heard my m other’s heels click toward the door. 
“Nate? Nate, come in. It’s freezing.”
“Hey, Shelly.’ He stepped all the way inside and kissed her 
cheek. “You smell nice.” She took his coat and I pulled the door, 
but it didn’t shut.
“O h — he bought it for me.
“I remember. I was with him.”
Ihey hugged for a long time after that. When they let go, 
my mother’s face was Hushed. “Something to drink?” she said.
He hesitated. “I probably shouldn’t.”
We followed her through the hallway and into the kitchen. 
She offered him something to eat, then uncorked the champagne.
“W hat the hell, Nate said. “I could use a drink. I'll quit 
drinking in twenty-ten.”
My m other laughed. “I’m going to quit smoking in twenty-
ten.”




We arranged ourselves on  the sola in front o f  the television. 1 
drank grape juice from a wine glass and my m other and Nate made 
sandwiches on crackers with the champagne bottle between them on 
the coffee table, their glasses on silver coasters. After a while, Nate 
reached behind me for a blanket to quilt our legs, and we watched 
the television turn the whole room blue.
W hen Nate popped the second bottle o f  champagne, my 
m other unstrapped her heels. She slipped the barrette out of her 
hair and brown strands fell around her face. She laid the barrette on 
the table and took a cigarette from her purse, which surprised me, 
because she never smoked in the house. She waited for Nate to light 
it for her, and he drew the match across the book. She leaned in close 
to inhale like a movie star. 1 was happy to sec my m other  happy, like 
she used to be.
They popped open the third bottle at 11:30. Ihey were 
getting silly now. Ihey laughed, and 1 laughed too because it felt 
good. Nate had his arms around both o f  us. "My two girls,’ he said. 
We snuggled under the blanket, giggling over everything, over the 
celebrities on the screen.
At five to twelve the doorbell rang. Nate and 1 looked at 
my mother. “W ho  on earth, she said, stum bling into the foyer. She 
laughed at her imbalance.
She swung open the door, and there Paul stood, holding a 
bouquet of white roses. “Surprise, surprise!
“Surprise?” She smiled faintly. “Surprise come on in,
Paul.”
“O h , he said, seeing Nate. “1 hope I’m not interrupting. 
You said you’d just be watching television with Elle. Hi, Ellc.’
“Hi, I said, standing up with Nate.
“Well, 1 was. Ihen Nate dropped by. Paul, this is Nate. Nate 
was— is— John’s brother. Nate, this is my— this is Paul Coalfield.
Paul adjusted his glasses and extended his hand. "It's a
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pleasure, N ate .  I ’m  sorry. I h o p e  I ’m  n o t  in te r ru p t in g .  W e ’ve never 
m e t ,  b u t  I ’m  sorry  ab o u t ,  you  know, a b o u t  w h a t  h a p p e n e d — ”
“ N o, no. Please.
I s to o d  be tw een  m y  m o th e r  a n d  N a te ,  as i f  in a panel 
in te rv iew in g  Paul. “Look, [  said, p o in t in g  to  the  television. “Thirty , 
t w e n t y - n i n e . . . ’ Paul g lanced  a t  the  Howers in his h a n d ,  th en  set 
th e m  d o w n  o n  a table. I he  fo u r  of us s to o d  c ro w d ed  a ro u n d  the  
colorful screen. The peop le  in 1 imes S q u are  w ere say ing  “Fifteen, 
f o u r t e e n . . . ” Pau l’s eyes were o n  the  television w ith  a g rin  full o f  
a n t ic ip a t io n ,  a n d  m y  m o th e r  a n d  N a te  s to o d  close a n d  looked  at 
each o th e r  u n t i l  we hea rd  “ Twenty-ten!” T h e  ba r i to n es  in the  stage 
b a n d  p i tc h e d  the ir  no tes  d eep  as g r ie f  to  begin  A u ld  L ang  Syne. 
M y  m o th e r  kissed Paul, a n d  N a te  th rew  his a rm  a r o u n d  me. I felt 
so m e th in g  c rush  inside m e, s o m e th in g  w a rm  a n d  h o rr ib le— b u t  
w h a t  was it?
“ Well, so, i t ’s tw e n ty - te n ,” m y  m o th e r  said, a th o u s a n d  miles
away.
“ Ihere  y o u  have it,” N a te  said.
Paul s ta r ted  to  say s o m e th in g ,  b u t  m y  m o th e r  in te r ru p te d  
h im . I he  year’s over. I m  exhausted . I t ’s t im e  fo r  m e  to  say g o o d —  
“she h ic c u p p e d ”— to go upstairs .  Paul, com ing?  Elle, lock the  
d o o rs  after N a te  leaves, a n d  tu rn  o f f  all the  l ights .” H e r  m a k e u p  had  
sm eared , a n d  for the  first t im e , she looked  old  to me. She  a n d  Paul 
w e n t  upsta irs  w i th o u t  lo o k in g  back  a t  N ate .
I sat d o w n  on  the  co u ch ,  a n d  N a te  w e n t  to  use the  b a th r o o m  
in the  hall. T h e  d o o r  c reaked  o p e n .  I heard  h im  try  to kick it sh u t  
once , th en  give up.
I hose  doors ,  he said, w h e n  he sat next to  m e  again.
“ ITiey’ll close to m o rro w , w h e n  it w a rm s  back  up. Back to  n o rm a l ,
I p ro m ise .”
O n  te levision, peop le  ce lebra ted . N a te  p o u re d  c h a m p a g n e  
equally  in to  the  tw o  flutes, th e n  h a n d e d  m e  the  glass th a t  had  been
136 Seay
my m o th e r ’s.
“I d o n ’t th ink  I ’m allowed,’’ I said.
“Sure you are. H e touched  the inside o f  my wrist that held 
the glass. “Cheers.
O u r  glasses clicked. I hesitated, th en  took  a sip. It tasted no t  
as I expected. It tasted had.
H e  laughed. “ It’s an acquired  taste.
“M o m  w ou ld  die i f  I acquired  the taste, I said, taking 
an o th e r  sip.
“N ah , you ’re grown up  enough . H e  d rank . “So, w h o ’s this
Paul?”
“N obody. She just likes the co m p an y  I th ink .
We sat there for a while in silence, w a tch ing  television. N ate  
refilled o u r  glasses.
“ I wish you were D ad ,  I b lurted .
H e  sank back in to  the  cush ion  and  stared at the C hris tm as  
tree. “M e too ,” he whispered. Ihe lights b lurred  over the pine. Ihe 
room  began to spin. “ Tree’s go ing  dry.'
“M o m  says to m o rro w  w e’ll take it d o w n .”
“ But look at the lights. Look at those g o d d am n  bright lights 
go ing  a ro u n d  it.
I felt like I was floating. “Fuck,” I said.
N ate  looked at me. H e  laughed. “Okay, fuck it.
“Y eah .. .fuck .” W e b o th  laughed hard, for no  reason I knew.
Ihe rest of m y m o th e r ’s cigarette was in the ashtray. I p icked 
it up  an d  p u t  it in m y m o u th .  N a te  s truck a m atch ,  an d  1 leaned in 
close to inhale, p ro u d  that 1 d id n ’t cough.
’I hen  he lifted my m other 's  barre tte  from the table and  p u t  
it in his teeth. H e  used his fingers to c o m b  back m y hair. “Let’s see, 
he said, s tudy ing  the part.  H e  p in n ed  the barrette  in place. “ Ihere, 
he said, “there.
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